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Mexico is grappling with deciding what policies to apply to genetically modified corn, reportedly
entering the country as part of US shipments. A government commission (Comision Intersecretarial
de Bioseguridad y Organismos Geneticamente Modificados) is in the midst of a study that will
examine the issue thoroughly and make recommendations to appropriate agencies. The study is
scheduled for release sometime in December.
Commission director Victor Manuel Villalobos said the panel is looking at both the negative and
positive aspects of genetically modified corn, including such positive factors as increased yields and
greater resistance to disease. "We must carefully analyze all risks and benefits," said Villalobos. "We
cannot close the door to new technologies."
Environmental organizations, led by Greenpeace Mexico, have raised concerns that genetically
modified corn could carry hidden health problems for humans. Opponents also worry that these
altered corn varieties could mix with and eventually destroy native strains. Greenpeace accuses
some firms of importing modified corn Greenpeace Mexico has begun a campaign to stop Mexico's
three largest tortilla manufacturers from using genetically modified corn.
A study released by the organization in mid-October said Grupo Industrial Maseca (Gruma),
Grupo Minsa, and Grupo Bimbo rely on imports from the US to supplement their corn supplies to
produce corn flour. At least a percentage of those imports involves genetically modified corn, said
Greenpeace Mexico spokeswoman Liza Corvantes.
Corvantes said all three companies promote their products as healthy and worthy of consumer
confidence. "The reality is that they use genetically modified corn in their products and do not
inform the public about risks involved in consuming these products," she said. Minsa was forced
to suspend exports of all corn-based products to Europe in 1999 because the company was unable
to provide guarantees that its products were not manufactured with genetically modified corn, said
Corvantes.
The Greenpeace report said Gruma utilizes about 1.8 million metric tons of corn annually at its
corn processing plants in Mexico. Of this total, about 10% is imported from the US. The amount of
genetically modified corn entering Mexico could be increasing with the growth of US corn imports
resulting from the implementation of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA). Mexican
corn imports have risen from about 2.5 million MT in 1994 to about 8 million MT in 1997, said the
Asociacion Nacional de Empresas Comercializadoras de Productores del Campo (ANEC).
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Villalobos said corn imported from the US, which includes a mix of genetically modified and non-
modified corn, is intended primarily for animal feed or for industrial uses, but some invariably
becomes mixed with corn used in processing tortillas. "Neither the US nor Mexico has the ability to
separate the two types of corn," said Villalobos. Mexican company at center of US controversy The
concerns about genetically modified corn are also a major issue in the US. Gruma's US subsidiaries
Mission Foods and Azteca Milling Co. implemented a voluntary recall of all products manufactured
with yellow corn after some genetically modified corn intended for animal feed became mixed with
non- modified corn.
The genetically modified corn, known as Starlink, was developed by French company Aventis
SA, and had only been approved for use in animal feed. Some chemical properties of Starlink
resemble allergens, which have the potential to cause allergic reactions in some humans. Company
officials said the Gruma recall involved only a small percentage of the products marketed in the US,
including some taco shells sold in supermarkets by Kraft Foods and Taco Bell.
"Most products made by Azteca Milling and Mission are made with white corn," a company
statement said. "For that reason, the recall will affect only a limited percentage of the total products
of both companies." Gruma, which controls about 22% of the US market for tortillas and similar
corn-based products, reported net profits of 13.295 billion pesos (US$1.3 billion) for all its Mexican
and overseas operations during the first nine months of 2000, an increase of 12% from the same
period in 1999. [Note: Peso-dollar conversions in this article are based on the Interbank rate in effect
on Oct. 25, reported at 9.62 pesos per US$1.00] (Sources: Reforma, The News, Novedades, 10/18/00;
El Universal, 10/12/00, 10/18/00; El Financiero, 10/12/00, 10/19/00; Excelsior, 10/23/00; La Jornada,
09/26/00, 10/24/00; El Economista, 09/27/00, 10/18/00, 10/24/00; Reuters, 10/17/00, 10/24/00)
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